A SHORTER HISTORY OF ENGLAND
of it and could only be reached by his soldiers after a long
march from the south down the valley of the Rhine. The
Netherlands were very rich, and provided a major part of
Philip^ revenue. Their great towns, Brussels and Ghent, and
Antwerp, Lille, and the rest, had enjoyed for centuries large
powers of self-government, and now the legitimate king of
those great cities was remote and had an alien quality about
him, and his financial demands irked them; further, the
Reformation had taken a strong hold here, as elsewhere, and it
included here, as elsewhere, some of the wealthiest families.
Apart from the irritation against taxes, there had been risings
against the Spanish system of government, including the strict
inquiry into, and punishment of, the Calvinist malcontents.
In these risings there had been, as in Scotland, great violence
done; buildings destroyed, churches looted, and monks tor-
tured- Philip had sent to the Netherlands an armed force,
comparatively small but well disciplined, under the Duke of
Alva, and the Spanish soldiers were then by far the best infantry
in Europe—one may even say the only fully trained infantry.
Alva suppressed the risings and punished them with great
severity; but the process was costly. The Spanish soldiers were
highly paid, and here came Cecil's opportunity to provoke a
breach with Spain. Certain ships bearing money for the pay-
ment of Alva's troops took refuge from the pirates with whom
the Channel was then infested and ran into English ports,
including Plymouth. The Spanish Ambassador asked Elizabeth
for a safe-conduct, so that the money could come by land to
the Straits of Dover and thence be convoyed over to the
Netherlands, and Elizabeth granted this request without hesita-
tion and as a matter of course, because it came from a friendly
monarch with whom she was in alliance—but Cecil forbade
her policy. He pretended to have doubts as to who were the
real owners of the money on board, and without actually
confiscating that money he detained it, thus half paralysing
Alva's action in the Netherlands and greatly helping the
rebellion against the King of Spain there. For Alva had to
raise money by still more drastic taxation in the absence of his
supplies, and the financial revolt was increased.
The Pirates. Cecil had another instrument to use for
provoking Spain. The great American empire of Spain lay
open to the attack of buccaneers: the Spanish Government

